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Bayou: An Original Book for Children 
By Taylor Hodges 
 
Bayou is an original picture book for children between the ages of four and six years old. 
Bayou is a sweet, fun-loving young cheetah. There is just one thing very different about 
him: he likes to take his time. He moves very slowly and enjoys playing checkers and 
doing puzzles. He moves so slowly that his best friend is actually a turtle. Bayou’s two 
older brothers do not understand how a cheetah, an animal born to be fast, can live life 
always moving so slowly. One day, his brother’s are running around extremely fast and 
carelessly as usual, and they accidently run straight into a trap set by hunters. When 
Bayou finds his brother’s encaged, it is up to him and Turtle to help free them. Bayou’s 
brothers have little faith in the two, until Bayou and Turtle notice that the pieces of the 
lock on the cage look vaguely familiar. Bayou then notices it is because it reminds him of 
a puzzle they once did together. Carefully and slowly, Bayou and Turtle shift all the 
pieces in the right place to open the lock and free Bayou’s brothers. The story ends with a 
restored relationship between Bayou and his family as his brothers finally accept and 
Bayou’s individuality.  
 Following the picture book itself, this thesis includes a description of my writing 
process for creating this book. I then go on to discuss two notable themes connected to 
the development of children of the book’s target age. The themes are: “Achieving one’s 
unique personal and social identity is fraught with challenges” and “Five-year-old 
children begin to develop empathy for and acceptance of those around them”. Finally, 
the thesis concludes with a comprehensive look at the other pieces of children’s literature 
with similar themes and how Bayou compares to those other works.  
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The original book is formatted, 11.5” x 8.5”, horizontally. 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The Writing Process 
 
In the summer of 2016 I took the Language, Literature, and Emergent Literacy course at 
Bank Street College of Education. Throughout the course we selected and analyzed 
children’s literature and the final project asked us to use what we had learned to compose 
an original book for children. I was very apprehensive of the assignment at first; I had 
never written a book before and was unsure of how I could complete any form of 
illustrations. My love of children’s literature, however, inspired me to look at the project 
with a new set of eyes. Instead of worrying about perfection or good grades, I became 
invested in capturing the essence of a good picture book, which conveys a deep 
understanding of children.  
As I began writing, a plethora of ideas popped into my head for what my book 
could be about. None of the stories, however, was ever complete. Often they had 
characters with no story to tell or stories with characters that weren’t well rounded. It was 
then I realized how truly challenging writing a book for children could be. At first I was 
interested in creating a story inspired by my own childhood. Although I was able to think 
of some initial ideas, I wasn’t passionate about the plots that were unfolding. As I 
attempted to turn these childhood memories into a picture book, I grew more and more 
frustrated and knew I needed to take a break from the writing.  
When I returned to the assignment, I decided to take a new approach. I sat down 
with a pencil and a notepad and began drafting two lists. In my first list, I recorded 
anything I could think of that held some value in my life. The list included things like my 
students, my family, photography, running, animals, and music. Once I had generated 
enough ideas, I moved on to making a list of themes I thought would be significant to 
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explore through a picture book. The second column included concepts such as friendship, 
community, tolerance, individuality, and acceptance. I felt that the more that the book 
connected with me on a genuine, truthful level the better the story would become.  
As my list of possible story ideas continued to grow, I decided to turn to Rebecca 
Lukens (2013) A Critical Handbook of Children’s Literature. I was familiar with the text, 
as we had read a good portion of it during the Language, Literature, and Emergent 
Literacy course. My hope was that rereading the chapter on picture books paired with 
rereading the two lists I had made would help me generate a meaningful story idea. The 
first concept that jumped out to me was Lukens’ explanation of “anthropomorphism” (p. 
55). She defines this term as being when “an animal in a children’s story is a believable 
‘human being’” (p. 55). I was fascinated by this idea and even more fascinated by the fact 
that “young children have few problems with talking animals or objects” and often find it 
easier to relate to such characters (p. 55). This is because “through such characters, one 
step removed from reality, the children can try on a whole range of feelings without 
fear…often animal stories make a more comfortable fit than realistic fiction” 
(Oppenheim, 1986, p. 110). I immediately turned to the lists I had created and noticed the 
word ANIMALS written in all capital letters. I loved animals. Five-year-old children 
identify deeply with animals. This seemed like a good starting point from which my story 
could develop.  
Continuing with this idea, I visited the children’s library and scanned through 
dozens of picture books with animals as the main characters. I saw endless books about 
dogs, pigs, elephants, mice, bunnies, and cats. I knew I wanted to do something different. 
I began to brainstorm different animals that weren’t as widely represented in children’s 
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literature and eventually I found my perfect character: a cheetah. Though, I was drawn to 
writing from the point of view of such a fierce mammal, I knew it would be a challenge 
to accurately portray this character to young children. It also seemed to me that many of 
the other books about cheetahs for children were non-fiction books, which conveyed 
information about cheetah’s abilities. I was determined to change this and write a story 
that presented a cheetah in a whole new light for young readers.  
Once I had established who and what my main character would be, I sat down at 
my computer in an attempt to formulate some kind of story map. I revisited the initial list 
of themes I had brainstormed and began creating bullet pointed story ideas that related to 
that subject matter. The two themes that remained in the forefront of my mind as I 
generated these lists were acceptance and individuality. As I sat rereading these two 
words over and over, I began to realize the value in being able to be one’s own person 
while simultaneously accepting and acknowledging the viewpoint of others. I wanted to 
create a story that captured this balance.  
What makes cheetahs unique compared to other animals? I wondered to myself. 
Well, if you ask people what they know about cheetahs, a majority will make a comment 
related to their speed. With the concept of individuality in mind, I began to wonder what 
it would be like for a cheetah that didn’t enjoy being fast. If a cheetah’s defining 
characteristic was that it is the fastest land animal, what would happen to an outlier who 
strayed from the norm? Would he be accepted? Should he be accepted? As I grappled 
with this tension I realized my genuine, meaningful children’s story was beginning to 
form.  
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The book, Bayou, is the story that grew out of my lengthy brainstorming. It tells 
the story of a young cheetah that is different from other cheetahs, his two older brothers 
in particular. They do everything fast and can’t imagine living life any other way. Bayou, 
on the other hand, likes to take his time. He likes to walk slowly and eat slowly and 
spends most of his days doing jigsaw puzzles. His speed is directly portrayed in his 
choice of a best friend, Turtle, a small green turtle. Although Bayou appears relatively 
happy at the start of the picture book, he can’t shake the idea that there is something 
wrong with him. His older brother’s are constantly giving him a hard time about always 
moving so slow and their bullying starts to effect how Bayou sees himself. He questions 
his individuality and wonders whether he should conform to the way his brother’s want 
him to act. One day, however, his older brothers are running around fast and carelessly as 
they often do and run right into a trap set by dangerous and vicious cheetah hunters. The 
brothers are stuck with no way of getting out. Eventually, Bayou finds them and notices 
that the lock on the trap resembles one of the puzzles he did last week with his friend, 
Turtle. Although his brothers beg him to go get help from an elephant or a lion, Bayou 
swiftly returns with Turtle. The two friends work together to carefully (and slowly) 
maneuver the pieces until they fit perfectly together and the lock on the cage pops open. 
His brother’s are free and Bayou and Turtle have saved the day. The story ends with an 
air of acceptance: although Bayou continues being slow and his brothers continue being 
fast they have new found understanding of each other’s and their own individuality.  
When I first started writing the story I quickly began combining both reality and 
fantasy in a way that I thought would be exciting for young children. Lukens (2013) 
writes that “talking animal stories personify animals” which lends itself to being what she 
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describes as a “fantastic story” (p. 84). Some fantastic stories, such as “fantastic stories of 
personification…are about characters that are not people but talk or live in houses like 
ours, have feelings like ours, or lead lives similar to ours” (p. 84). Although I knew I 
wanted to write a story that conveyed strong emotions and feelings, I searched for a way 
to get the message across without being too preachy or too intense for young readers. 
Using an animal character and giving that character human-like feelings was the perfect 
way to establish a good balance between fiction and reality. This is especially true as 
young children are often able to relate to animal character in books but are also able to 
distance themselves when necessary because they realize that the story is a fantasy. 
Oppenheim (1986) reiterates this point by describing how “animal stories…offer the 
child listener the vicarious thrill of being scared with just enough distance to feel safe—a 
kind of safe-scare” (p. 110).    
From that point, I sat down at my computer and tried to start outlining the words 
of my story. I knew I wanted to begin with a description of Bayou. I wanted readers to 
understand Bayou’s individuality and be able to connect with the character. I knew right 
away what I wanted the first line to be: Bayou the cheetah liked to take his time. I loved 
the simplicity of the sentence. Writing this line made me smile. I hoped it would make 
young readers laugh. Once I wrote the first line, more lines started to come together. I 
typed them in bullet form on my computer. After I wrote each sentence, I would read it 
out loud. I tried to read it from the lens of a teacher, as well as the lens of a student.  
In regards to the type of writing used in the book, I wanted to use language that 
was clear and concise. I wanted children to be able to understand the story and relate to 
the experiences. For this reason, I created sentences that children could comprehend and 
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grasp onto as they listened to a read aloud. As I wrote each phrase, I read it aloud to see 
what the words sounded like when they were vocalized. This helped me create a story 
that flowed nicely and allowed me to capture language that was authentic to a five-year-
old audience.  
An aspect of the story that became increasingly important to me as I continued 
writing was Bayou’s conflicting emotions and social experiences. Bayou loves being 
himself and his friends, but also struggles to fit in with his brothers. This creates tension 
in his life and makes the story significant to young readers. As Claudia Lewis (1981) 
asserts, “even the youngest children…ask for story themes of universal significance. The 
writer never needs to condescend to them. Even the smallest children are busy figuring 
things out, just as we are” (p. 109).  Although I tried to lighten the tone through animal 
characters and humor, I wanted to create a story that touched on serious social and 
emotional issues for the young child.  Having humor in the writing and illustrations was 
such a crucial component, as I believe it made the story more desirable for young 
children. Lewis describes how “stories made for laughter and peopled with ourselves, as 
we are, and as we would like to be—these are essentially what all children are looking 
for” (p. 112). 
As I continued to read Writing for Children by Claudia Lewis, I became aware 
that children look for “emotional experience in stories” but that they also “ask us for 
certain protections” (p. 109). I wanted to introduce significant themes that related to the 
struggles young children face in their lives, but in a way that also allowed children to 
distance themselves from the content. Using animals as main characters gives children 
the opportunity to connect with the experiences, while simultaneously recognizes their 
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need to separate at times from the topics being discussed. Additionally, I made sure to 
end my story in a way that was satisfying to young children, thus protecting them from 
the perpetual struggle that can arise when facing such issues in reality.  
When writing I also believed it was very important for me to capture the 
momentous tensions that arise as five-year-old children begin to frequently socialize with 
their peers. As Lewis (1981) explains, a child of this age “makes the turn from home to 
school, casts off old perspectives, and measures himself, back to back, with others” (p. 
111). I wanted Bayou to encompass this turning point for young children as they navigate 
peer relationships and work through the “pursuit of belief in self” (p. 111).   
Throughout much of the writing process I developed a strong connection to my 
characters. I felt for Bayou as he struggled to please his brothers while remaining true to 
himself. I felt for his friend, Turtle, who enjoys their friendship and is worried Bayou is 
going to leave him behind. I felt for Bayou’s brothers when they were captured and 
frightened. It was important to me to describe the characters in a way that the reader 
really felt connected and invested in their experiences. The reader needed to feel what the 
characters were feeling. I tried to create lines on each page that created an emotional tone 
to the story. The tension between pleasing others and being true to one’s self is the heart 
of the story.  
When the writing was finished, I attempted to draw my own illustrations. At first, 
I contemplated asking a friend who is an artist to draw the pictures for me. I decided, 
however, that it would be more authentic and make me more connected to the story if I 
tried to illustrate the book on my own.  I am not an artist, so I knew I wanted to use 
simple drawing tools such as a grey pencil and colored pencils. I looked up cartoon 
! %#!
pictures of cheetahs on the Internet and did numerous practice sketches to get the 
proportions right. I wanted the illustrations to support the text and emphasize certain 
aspects of the story. As I wrote the text, I imagined the page breaks and wanted to ensure 
that the story flowed well. With the text in mind, I was able to create illustrations that 
matched what the writing on that page said. Although it was challenging to draw the 
same characters over and over again, I did not find it difficult to choose what I wanted to 
illustrate. Each illustration was carefully thought out and planned. 
When the text and illustrations were complete I read the story to myself. For me, 
it felt like the perfect balance between being sweet and serious. Although the illustrations 
were fun and cartoony, I knew the story conveyed a deeper meaning as well. Many 
children deal with issues similar to those that Bayou faces and I hoped that reading my 
story would help them gain confidence in themselves. For me personally, it was a special 
process because as a child it was difficult for me to be true to myself and not conform to 
the ways of my friends. I wish I had had some book or story that would have helped me 
through this time and showed me that I was not the only one dealing with such issues. I 














The “significant insights” are essential to turning a simple 
narrative into literature; they exceed the story and comment 
on our humanity. The discover holds the story together so 
 that long after details of plot, character, or setting are forgotten, 
the themes remain. 




I have chosen to look closely as two main themes that can be found in Bayou. I carefully 
selected themes that are particularly important to five-year-old children and therefore 
depict a universal experience for children of this age. The first theme is, “Achieving one’s 
unique personal and social identity is fraught with challenges”. Children of five-year-
olds are starting to become more aware of their likes and dislikes as well as what makes 
them unique. However, they also become aware that this may conflict with what their 
friends or family enjoy. The second theme is, “Five-year-old children begin to develop 
empathy for and acceptance of those around them”. As the child watches others and 
desires to be accepted, they begin to accept and understand the thoughts and feelings of 
others. As I will demonstrate, these themes are intertwined and connected. However, 







“Achieving one’s unique personal and social identity is fraught with challenges” 
 
The Early Childhood Advisory Council (2012) is a group of experts in numerous fields 
including education and child welfare. Their heavily documented book outlines various 
components of children’s development. According to the Council, children at the age of 
five years old are beginning to “express individuality” and are experimenting “with 
growing confidence and individuality” (p. 49). Young children of this age are beginning 
to become more independent and explore the world around them. As they do so, they are 
faced with choices and decisions that contribute to establishing their self-concept. This 
process begins with the child identifying physical characteristics as well as their gender 
and abilities (p. 49). During this time, children experiment with referring to themselves 
by name and using pronouns such as I and me. When this foundation has been laid, the 
child explores various activities individually as they gain a better understanding of what 
they personally enjoy. Finally, as the child gravitates more towards cooperative, dramatic 
play, they begin to experiment and express various parts of their self through acting as 
different characters in play (p. 49). During this time, the child is figuring out who they 
want to be and expressing his or her individuality. As they do so, the child begins to 
display “self-confidence” and “a positive sense of self” (Dichtelmiller et al., 2001, p. 2). 
In Bayou, Bayou struggles with his sense of identity as well as his self-confidence. At the 
beginning of the story, he makes choices for himself that satisfy his sense of self, but the 
lack of acceptance from his brothers’ makes him question who he is. By staying true to 
himself, however, Bayou is able to save his brothers from a dangerous situation. Through 
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this experience, Bayou is able to gain more self-confidence and express his individuality 
positively.  
 The Early Childhood Advisory Council (2012) asserts that children between three 
and five years old continue to develop their sense of self and begin to exert “will and 
preferences with actions…and language” (p. 50). In Bayou, Bayou has strong preferences 
for the types of activities he enjoys. Although his brother cheetahs enjoy running around 
and playing tag, Bayou prefers to do puzzles and stop to smell the flowers. Five-year-old 
children also begin to identify “feelings, likes, and dislikes” and also begin “to be able to 
explain why he/she has them” (p. 50). Establishing these likes and dislikes can be very 
challenging for young children as they simultaneously balance social relationships. 
Bayou knows what activities he likes and dislikes and appears to have a strong sense of 
individuality. He also feels conflicted, however, because his family does not accept him 
and his choices. We, the readers, experience Bayou’s self-doubt when he comments: “I 
think my brother’s might be right…I need to speed things up a bit”. On the one hand, 
children at this age are beginning to understand who they are as individuals and are 
strengthening their self-concept. On the other hand, they are also concerned about 
pleasing their family and peers, which greatly influences how they view themselves. 
Finding the balance between the two can be very challenging for children.  
 Compared to four-year-old children, fives are extremely social beings and have a 
strong desire to interact more frequently with their peers. This can be a positive aspect of 
development as the “need for friendship at five represents a high peak in a developmental 
progression of social awareness” (Cohen, 1972, p. 60). However, as Cohen continues, 
this can also be a challenging time for children as “this is the stage when getting along 
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with other people gets its first genuine trial in the field” (p. 60). These experiences 
require the five-year-old child to navigate the relationship between their own opinions 
and ideas and those of their peers. This can create “pitfalls and challenges as they 
struggle for the satisfactions inherent in play with peers” (p. 60). Young children of five-
years-old will be able to relate with Bayou’s desire to fit in and play with his brothers, 
while simultaneously trying to stay true to himself and preserve his friendship with 
Turtle.  
 As Azmitia at al. (2008) writes, children have both “personal and social identities, 
which together form a person’s total sense of self” (p. 20). A child’s personal identity is 
“that aspect of self composed of psychological traits and dispositions that give rise to 
personal uniqueness” (p. 20). The concept of personal identity is very prevalent in the 
beginning of Bayou. Through the description of the cheetah on the first few pages, the 
reader is able to gain insight into Bayou’s personal identity and what qualities make up 
his personal uniqueness. Later in the story, the reader is able to feel the tension that exists 
between Bayou’s identities, however, as he considers changing himself to be more like 
his brothers. Azmitia et al. (2008) explains, “social identity is that aspect of self derived 
from the knowledge of being part of social categories and groups, together with the value 
and emotional significance attached to those group formations” (p. 21). Bayou is very 
concerned with what his brothers think of him and greatly values their opinion. He also 
values his friend Turtle’s opinions as well as his own views and beliefs. Having input 
from so many different groups makes establishing and maintaining a sense of self 
challenging for Bayou. As Azmitia et al. writes, children often have “multiple social 
identities” and “individuals have to do psychological work to come to terms with their 
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social identities, using cognitive skills that vary by developmental age (p. 22). Bayou 
captures the struggle that children, especially young ones, go through at times to balance 
their personal identities with their various social identities in order to form a positive 
sense of self.   
 
“Five-year-old children begin to develop empathy for and acceptance 
of those around them” 
 
Bayou’s brothers’ transformation throughout the story highlights how children can begin 
to develop acceptance and empathy towards others. This is not an easy task for children, 
however. In Bayou, the brother cheetahs find it very difficult to understand why Bayou is 
not more like them. They tease and call him names, even explicitly calling him “slow-
poke”, “sloth”, and even “different”. Despite his best efforts to ignore them, this 
relationship negatively affects Bayou’s self-image. He considers conforming to his 
brothers’ requests and becoming a fast cheetah like he is “supposed” to be. It isn’t until 
the end of the story, that his brothers develop an appreciation for Bayou’s differences. 
When he saves them from the trap, they realize that they have underestimated his abilities 
and they should have had more respect for Bayou’s opinions and preferences. The 
cheetah brothers’ development of empathy and acceptance is clearly seen through their 
newfound relationship with their brother. As the story says, “from that day on things were 
different for Bayou. His brothers still liked to run, but on some days he had extra 
company when he stopped to smell the flowers”. Concluding the picture book in such a 
way shows readers the value of being true to themselves. Bayou doesn’t change himself 
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and his brothers don’t change their personalities; however both sides develop acceptance 
and empathy for one another.  
 As Eisenberg (1989) writes, empathy can be defined in many ways, one way 
being “the sharing of the perceived emotion of another” (p. 1). Additionally, she explains 
that “numerous theorists seem to assume that real empathizing involves at least some 
degree of differentiation between one’s own and the other’s emotional state” (p. 1). 
Children at the age of about five-years-old are beginning to develop empathy and as well 
as better social awareness and acceptance. The Early Childhood Advisory Council (2012) 
describe how between the age of three to five, children begin to notice and show 
“concern for feelings”, comfort “peers when they are hurt or upset”, and express “how 
another child might feel” (p. 47). As is with any component of development, this does not 
happen over night. As children continue to grow, their ability to empathize and 
understand another person’s perspective strengthens. In Bayou, the cheetah brothers start 
out with by showing very little understanding of Bayou’s emotions and how he is 
affected by all of the name-calling. Throughout the course of the story, however, they 
begin to understand how their actions have affected Bayou and begin to share in his pain 
and sadness. They are able to acknowledge that they have hurt Bayou in the past and 
decide to change the way they treat him. Although the brothers’ transformation happens 
rather quickly, the way in which they learn to recognize and accept the feelings of 













In this section, I have chosen to discuss several picture books for children that illustrate 
the two central themes in Bayou. As stated earlier, the themes are: Achieving one’s 
unique personal and social identity is fraught with challenges, and Five-year-old children 
begin to develop empathy for and acceptance of those around them. These themes are 
crucial components of children’s development and are therefore reflected in many works 
of children’s literature. The plot, style, and affect of the books I have chosen are quite 

















“Achieving one’s unique personal and social identity is fraught with challenges.” 
 
In this section, I have decided to include eight books that demonstrate how children’s 
journey towards achieving their unique personal and social identities can be fraught with 
challenges. The books I selected include Red: A Crayon’s Story by Michael Hall (2015), 
Tutus Aren’t My Style by Linda Skeers (2010), Little Quack’s New Friend by Lauren 
Thompson (2006), Suki’s Kimono by Chieri Uegaki (2003), Ballerino Nate by Kimberly 
Brubaker Bradley (2006), Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes (1991), Not Your Typical 
Dragon by Dan Bar-el (2013), and Exclamation Mark by Amy Krouse Rosenthal (2013). 
Some of these books have children as the main character, while others have animals or 
crayons. What they all have in common, however, is that they address the concept of 
identity as well as the notion that sometimes others make us feel as if we must change our 
identity.  
 Red: A Crayon’s Story by Michael Hall (2015) tells the story of a crayon named 
Red who, no matter how hard he tries or how many people try to help him, cannot draw 
in that color. Instead, everything he does comes out in the color blue. The story begins 
with a simple declaration: “He was red…But he wasn’t very good at it”*. As he 
encounters various characters throughout the book, they try to change things about him in 
an attempt to help him be more “red”. Many characters wonder if he is broken, while 
others think he’s just not trying hard enough.  This continues until he finally meets a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
* All children’s books will be quoted without page numbers.  
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purple crayon that asks if he can draw her a blue ocean. Eventually he does and he 
realizes that he wasn’t red and was actually blue all along. From that point on, the 
crayon’s name in the book gets changed from red to blue. This moment of the story 
directly acknowledges the quest for identity that the main character goes through. He 
struggles to uncover who he is until someone finally sees him for his true self.  
 This book reveals the same search for one’s identity that Bayou experiences in 
Bayou. In Red: A Crayon’s Story, Red experiences many of the same emotions as Bayou, 
such as guilt, embarrassment, and confusion, as he tries to figure out who he is. The 
similarities between both characters are tremendous as they both differ from the norm 
and are greatly influenced by the people around them. Each character considers changing 
who they are to please others. Each discovers in the end that it is most important to be 
true to oneself in order to find happiness. Each also has to deal with the stereotyping of 
people thinking they are supposed to act and look a certain way. This quest for both 
personal and social identities is found in the following book as well.  
 In Little Quack’s New Friend by Lauren Thompson (2006) a young duckling 
befriends a little green frog that hops into the duck pond one day. The illustrations reveal 
that the other ducklings are not very happy with this friendship. They watch 
apprehensively as their brother does various activities with the little frog. As they observe 
their brother playing and having fun with the frog, they slowly join in one by one. 
Eventually all six ducklings and the frog are playing together in the pond. The duckling 
tells the frog “It’s okay if you’re tiny…and it’s okay if you’re green…and it’s okay if you 
can’t quack…and it’s okay if you’re a FROG…we all like to play!” The end of the story 
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reveals all of the ducklings playing together and having fun, regardless of their 
differences.  
 Although the plot of Little Quack’s New Friend differs from that of Bayou, both 
stories illustrate the topic of personal identity as well as the role of friendship in 
establishing one’s identity. When Little Quack meets Little Ribbit he does not care that 
he is a different creature and instead acknowledges him as someone to play with. His 
brothers, however, notice that he is different from them and are cautious to accept him. 
Little Quack does not let this stop him and he continues acting like a frog with his new 
found friend. Similarly in Bayou, Bayou’s brothers do not respect his friendship with 
Turtle and believe that Bayou should be acting more like a cheetah than a turtle. Both 
stories share the same tension between being who you are and pleasing your family. How 
and why their families come to accept their identities, however, is different in both 
stories. In Little Quack’s New Friend, Little Quack’s brothers realize that acting and 
playing like a frog is fun regardless of the fact that they are ducks. They understand that 
despite their differences, they are all connected by their universal joy of playing. In 
Bayou, Bayou’s brothers learn to appreciate Bayou’s differences when his skills are the 
only thing that can save them from a difficult situation. Although stories differ in how 
they approach the topic, both books address the theme of personal and social identities.  
 Ballerino Nate by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley (2006) tells the story of Nate, a 
young boy who loves dancing. He is especially enthralled with ballet and is determined to 
become a ballerina. His other brother, Ben, however discourages his passion and explains 
to him that “boys don’t dance” and “boys can’t be ballerinas…they never ever ever can”. 
Nate’s determination is strong, however, and he joins a ballet class despite his brother’s 
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negative comments. Because his brother keeps teasing him, he begins to doubt himself 
and thinks about giving up his passion for ballet. Throughout the story, his mother and 
father encourage him to keep dancing and be true to himself. It isn’t until his mother 
takes him to a real ballet performance, however, that Nate realizes that boys can be 
ballerinas and they even get their own special name: “ballerinos”.  
 Nate, like Bayou, feels the tremendous pressure from family to conform to 
societal norms. In both stories it is the main character’s brother who struggles to accept 
their sibling’s identity. It is through both protagonists passion for what they love and 
desire to be true to themselves, however, that they learn to overcome adversity. 
Throughout the story, both Nate and Bayou ignore their brothers’ comments and try to 
remain true to themselves. Both characters experience a similar moment of weakness, 
however, when they contemplate the notion that perhaps their brother is right and they 
should stop doing what makes them different. In the end, however, both Bayou and Nate 
realize that the only way for them to be truly happy is to be true to their personal identity. 
In Bayou, the reader gets to explicitly see the results of such a realization as Bayou and 
his brothers learn to appreciate what each other’s uniqueness. In Ballerino Nate the 
acceptance is more implicit as Nate has found internal satisfaction, while simultaneously 
being excited to “tell Ben” what he has learned about male ballet dancers. As Lukens 
(2003) describes authors often make distinctions between “explicit” and “implicit” 
themes (p. 240-242). The ending of Bayou more explicitly resolves the tension between 
personal and social identity, while the ending of Ballerino Nate does so more implicitly.  
 Suki’s Kimono by Chieri Uegaki (2003) follows a young girl named Suki who 
decides she wants to wear a Kimono on her first day of school. This is her favorite 
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possession as it reminds her of spending time with her grandmother over the summer. 
When her two older sisters hear that she is going to wear a Kimono, they discourage Suki 
from doing so, explaining to her that she needs to wear “something new” and “something 
cool”. She doesn’t listen to them, however, and goes to school fully dressed in her blue 
kimono and a pair of geta. At first, classmates point and giggle at her when she arrives. 
Although she is slightly discouraged, she confidently continues her day in her kimono. 
When it is her turn to tell her peers what she did over the summer she begins to dance and 
reenact the street festival she attending with her grandmother.  She is immediately 
embarrassed and thinks she is in trouble until she realizes that her teacher and the entire 
class is clapping for her. She dances the entire way home, while her sisters complain 
about going unnoticed on their first day of school.  
 Suki and Bayou both show readers the power of embracing one’s authentic self. 
In Suki’s Kimono, Suki is initially confident in her decision to wear her kimono. As her 
sisters and classmates react unkindly to her, however, she becomes slightly discouraged 
in expressing her true identity. Eventually, she learns to be confident in herself and not 
listen to the opinions of those around her. This is strikingly similar to the story of Bayou. 
In Bayou, Bayou begins very confident in himself; he knows he is different from most 
cheetahs but he does not seem to mind. When his brothers begin to tease and insult him, 
he grows ashamed of himself. He proclaims that maybe he should just act like he is 
supposed to. In the end, his patience and problem-solving skills are what save his 
brothers and he gains his self-confidence.  
 Tutus Aren’t My Style by Linda Skeers (2010) tells the story of Emma, a young 
girl who loves lizards, pirates, and cowboys. One day she receives a package in the mail 
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from her favorite Uncle Leo. She is shocked and mortified to discover a ballerina outfit 
inside. Her love for her uncle leads her to try her best attempts at being a ballerina. This 
does not go well, however. While most ballerinas move gracefully, Emma seems to do 
just the opposite. When she tries to float, she ends up in a “petunia patch”. When she tries 
to flutter, she ends up tripping “over the garden gnome”. When she tries to twirl, she falls 
“into the birdbath”. In the end, she uses her unique style to create her own dance that her 
uncle absolutely loves.  
 Emma does not conform to typical female stereotypes just as Nate doesn’t 
conform to male stereotypes. Tutus Aren’t My Style also addresses societal expectations 
that are often placed upon young women. Emma enjoys exploring activities that are 
generally considered “boy activities”, while she dismisses things such as ballet, which are 
often considered “girl activities”. To please her uncle, she tries to be more like a “typical 
girl”, but quickly realizes it is impossible to go against her own personal identity. Despite 
what society expects of her, Emma marches to the beat of her own drum. Although 
Emma is a young girl and Bayou is a male cheetah, they have a lot in common. Bayou is 
also plagued by societal norms and feels pressure to conform. Just as Emma struggles to 
remain true to her individuality while simultaneously considering what is expected of 
girls, Bayou tries to struggle to remain true to her individuality while balancing what is 
expected of cheetahs.  
Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes (1991) follows a young mouse of the same 
name who absolutely loves having such a unique name. This changes, however, when she 
begins her first day of school. The children tease her about her name, saying things such 
as “you’re named after a flower” and “let’s smell her”. Chrysanthemum’s spirit is 
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crushed. Chrysanthemum, similar to both Nate and Bayou, begins the story very 
confident until they are met with criticism and teasing. This greatly affects the self-
esteem of all three characters. 
 Both Bayou and Chrysanthemum exemplify for young readers the challenges 
children face as they attempt to achieve their personal and social identities. Although 
Bayou and Chrysanthemum differ in what components of their identity they are grappling 
with, they both begin to doubt themselves when met with criticism from peers or family. 
In the end of Bayou and Chrysanthemum, the main characters work through these 
feelings, however, when others positively recognize their unique identities. For 
Chrysanthemum, it is when her teacher acknowledges the beauty of her name and says 
she was even considering naming her daughter Chrysanthemum. The line in the story 
perfectly sums up how valuable this compliment is to Chrysanthemum: “she blushed, she 
beamed, she bloomed”. For Bayou, when his brothers support his decision to take his 
time and even stop to smell the flowers with him, he develops confidence and positive 
self-awareness.  
 Not Your Typical Dragon by Dan Bar-el (2013) is strikingly similar to Bayou. It is 
the story of a young dragon, Crispin, whose family is eagerly waiting his seventh 
birthday when he will be able to start breathing fire. His mother and father are especially 
excited, as they are both fire-breathing dragons. On his seventh birthday, however, 
Crispin opens his mouth to light the candles on his cake and instead of breathing fire, he 
breathes whipped cream. His family is embarrassed and disappointed, his mother worries 
“what will the neighbors think?” while his father takes him to the doctor and declares, 
“please fix my son”. As the story continues, Crispin keeps on trying to breathe fire and 
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more outrageous things keep pouring out of his mouth: Band-Aids, marshmallows, 
bubbles, beach balls, and teddy bears. Eventually, he befriends a cowardly knight who is 
glad that Crispin cannot breathe fire. When the knight’s father discovers he is hanging 
out with fire-breathing dragons, he becomes enraged. Crispin’s father, in attempt to 
defend his son, breathes fire, but soon realizes he cannot stop. Everyone panics, as they 
believe he will burn down the whole neighborhood. Crispin then opens his mouth and out 
comes water, extinguishing the flames and saving the day.  
 Crispin and Bayou are extremely similar characters as they navigate the 
difficulties of being different from their family members. Both characters begin their 
stories happy with their abilities: Bayou is proud that he gets to move slowly and enjoy 
the simpler, smaller things in life and Crispin is confident that eventually one day he will 
breath fire. Through their interactions with their families, however, Bayou and Crispin 
begin to lose their tenacity and feel guilty about themselves. Bayou worries that he 
should be more like his brothers, while Crispin worries “that his family would be 
disappointed” in him. Eventually, however, both characters realize that their unique 
strengths are actually positive things. In Bayou, it is Bayou’s puzzle problem-solving 
skills that free his brothers from entrapment. In Not Your Typical Dragon, it is Crispin’s 
eccentric breathing skills that extinguish his father’s flames and saves the town. Both 
stories reveal the challenges the main characters face in achieving their personal and 
social identities. The endings, however, show the protagonists achieving that goal and 
gaining confidence in their abilities.  
 Exclamation Mark by Amy Krouse Rosenthal (2013) tells the story of an 
exclamation mark that cannot seem to find where he belongs. He is surrounded by 
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periods and constantly feels out of place. He tries everything he can think of to blend in 
with them, but no matter what he does he ends up standing out. He is extremely 
discouraged, “confused…flummoxed…and deflated” until he meets question mark, who 
floods him with endless questions. Eventually, to get the questions to end, he yells STOP 
with a giant exclamation mark. As the story explains, “he didn’t know he had it in him”. 
This leads him to finding this purpose and the endless possibilities that come along with 
being an exclamation mark. He tells all of his friends and the story ends with him going 
off “to make his mark”.  
 Although this story differs from Bayou in many ways, the similarities lie in the 
fact that both books address the impact of peers and other people while a child attempts 
to achieve his or her personal and social identity. In Bayou, he is greatly influenced by 
the views and opinions of his brothers, so much so that he begins to doubt himself. He 
starts to believe that being different is wrong and the only way to find happiness is to 
conform. The exclamation mark in Exclamation Mark experiences the same struggles. 
The illustrations in the story show his peers frustration and disapproval that he is different 
from them. Exclamation Mark does everything he can to fit in, but he just cannot help 
being extraordinary. He, like Bayou, believes the only way to solve the problem is to 
change his identity and comply with the requests of others. In the end, both characters 
realize, however, that there is great value in their distinct identities. Bayou learns the 
importance of taking your time and his brothers learn to appreciate Bayou’s unique 
identity. Exclamation Mark learns the power of accepting your authentic self and being 




“Five-year-old children begin to develop empathy and acceptance  
of those around them” 
 
Children understand and display empathy in many different ways. The books I have 
chosen for this section all contain characters who are shown empathy by others or 
characters who demonstrate acts of empathy. Empathy, kindness, and acceptance are 
common themes in children’s literature, both explicitly and implicitly. Each story 
selected for this section shows readers the power of acceptance and highlight the various 
ways through which people can exhibit empathy. The books I have selected are A Chair 
for My Mother by Vera Williams (1982), Those Shoes by Maribeth Boelts (2007), The 
Spiffiest Giant in Town by Julia Donaldson (2002), and Last Stop on Market Street by 
Matt de la Peña (2015).  
 A Chair for My Mother tells the story of a young girl who lives with her mother 
and her grandmother. In their apartment, they keep a jar where they keep all of their coins 
each time they are able to save a little money. The family is saving up for a special chair. 
They are saving for a chair because their “old chairs burned up” because “there was a big 
fire” in their other house. Thankfully, no one was hurt in the fire, but the family lost all of 
their belongings. Eventually they found a new place to live and on the first day their 
neighbors generously greeted them. As the story tells, “the neighbors brought pizza and 
cake and ice cream. And they brought a lot of other things too. The family from across 
the street brought a table and three kitchen chairs. The very old man next door gave us a 
bed from which his children were little”. Friends, family, and neighbors all pitch in and 
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help the little girl, mother, and grandmother rebuild their home from new. The family is 
overjoyed by the amount of love and support, and the grandmother says to everyone that 
they “are all the kindest people”. In the end of the story, the family saves enough money 
to get the special chair.  
 The entire neighborhood shows kindness and empathy for the young girl and her 
family. They see the family was greatly affected by the fire and they donate items they 
are not using to help the family get back on their feet. The neighbors donate items, but 
they also donate time, compassion, and empathy. This topic of empathy is implicitly 
incorporated into the story through the scene of all of the neighbors pitching in and 
helping. Bayou also incorporates the topics of empathy and acceptance. The cheetah 
brothers struggle throughout the story to accept Bayou and his friend Turtle. Eventually 
they learn to appreciate Bayou’s differences. Although both stories display empathy and 
acceptance in different ways, both highlight the theme implicitly in the story.  
The child in the next book accentuates the difficulties that are sometimes attached 
when one acts empathetic. Those Shoes by Maribeth Boelts (2007) is told from the point 
of view of a young, poor boy named Jeremy. Almost everyone at Jeremy’s school has a 
new pair of trendy black shoes with white stripes. He really wants a pair as well but his 
grandmother cannot afford them. Jeremy finds the shoes for less money at a nearby thrift 
store only to realize they are way too small. He decides to buy them anyway despite the 
fact that when he puts them on he can barely walk. When he befriends a boy named 
Antonio at school whose shoes are falling apart, Jeremy decides to give the new shoes to 
him. What makes Those Shoes such a meaningful story is that it highlights how difficult 
being empathetic and kind can be. Jeremy really wants to keep his shoes and he spends a 
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lot of time thinking about his decision. As the story describes, Jeremy laid “awake for a 
long time thinking about Antonio”. When he finally decides to give them away, Jeremy 
explains how he feels “happy when I look at” Antonio’s face “and mad when I look at” 
my shoes. Being empathetic and putting others’ needs ahead of your own wants are very 
difficult things to do. This story genuinely emphasizes what it is like for children to act 
empathetic and be kind. 
 The character in the next book bares a large resemblance to Jeremy from Those 
Shoes.  The Spiffiest Giant in Town by Julia Donaldson (2002) follows a very scruffy 
giant named George who is sad because he only has old shoes and old clothes. When he 
finds a shop that makes giant clothes, he buys a whole new wardrobe and becomes the 
spiffiest giant in town. As he walks around his village, however, he encounters a range of 
different creatures who need his help. He turns his neck tie into a scarf for a cold giraffe, 
he gives a sock to a fox who needs a place to sleep, he gives his shoe to a mouse who 
needs a house, and it isn’t long before he has given away all of his new clothes. This 
makes George extremely sad and he has to go back to wearing his old gown and shoes. 
His kindness and empathy does not go unnoticed, however, and at the end of the story he 
receives a precious gift from his friends. Inside they have written him a note, thanking 
him for being the “kindest giant in town”.  
 Like Jeremy, George the giant puts the wants and needs of others in front of his 
own, no matter how hard that may be. He also has insight into how the creatures he 
encounters feel, showing his empathy towards others. Children around the age of five-
years-old are beginning to understand the concept of empathy and the value of accepting 
those around them. They are continuously interacting with family and peers and 
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navigating various situations. George’s kindness allows him to make friends who truly 
care and respect him. His sadness about losing his nice clothes juxtaposed against his 
happiness when he gets the gift from his friends models for children the tension that can 
sometimes exists when acting kind and empathetic.  
The final book discussed in this section transports readers into the mind of a 
young child who is beginning to understand empathy and acceptance. In Last Stop on 
Market Street by Matt de la Peña (2015) a boy named C.J. who learns about empathy, 
acceptance, and the world around him through a bus ride with his grandmother. The 
author does not reveal at the beginning of the story where the two are headed, but along 
the way they meet an array of interesting characters. He initially wonders about why he 
cannot have certain luxuries such as a car or an iPod. His grandmother reassures him that 
he should take advantage of what he does have and look at the world with a positive point 
of view. While on the bus, the boy inquires about the people around him, such as when he 
asks his grandma “how come that man can’t see?” about a blind man. The grandmother is 
ready with answers that all reflect the value of being empathetic, being happy for what 
you do have, and caring about the feelings of others. The end of the story reveals that the 
boy and his grandmother are on their way to a soup kitchen where they are volunteers. 
Last Stop on Market Street is such an important story for readers as it shows how young 
children learn empathy and how powerful being kind to others can be.  
The books discussed in this section are a diverse range of examples that 
demonstrate, in various ways, that the themes present in Bayou exists in other children’s 
literature. When I initially wrote Bayou, I was not considering what themes were present 
in my story and was instead focused on conveying real, challenging experiences that 
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children face. It became clear as I was writing, however, that the story of Bayou 
encompassed many crucial and salient themes that help children navigate the world and 
their own, personal development. Despite the fact that the story is about a cheetah family 
and not a human family didn’t matter for me, as I knew children would be able to connect 
with the emotions and themes of the book. I was able to completely identify with Bayou 
because there have been many times in my life that I felt like an outsider. I longed for the 
same acceptance and empathy that he does. It is my hope that young readers will realize 
that everyone at some point in their life feels different, but if you remain true to yourself, 
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